Clinical viral infections and temporal bone histologic studies of patients with AIDS.
The brain, eye, and inner ear are each protected from blood-borne infectious agents by a barrier that has some anatomic and functional differences. In patients with AIDS, opportunistic infections of the central nervous system and eye are frequent. Little is known about the incidence of middle and inner ear infections in patients with AIDS, but deafness and severe vertigo are uncommon. We studied 14 homosexual men with AIDS, aged 28 to 55 years, for 1 to 2 years until death. No patient had deafness, but one had vertigo. Adenovirus type 6 and cytomegalovirus were isolated from the middle ear cavity in four patients. Temporal bone histology demonstrated acute otitis media in four, chronic otitis media in two, and serous otitis media in three. Adenovirus type 6 and cytomegalovirus, either alone or with herpes simplex virus type 1, were isolated from inner fluids of three patients. Histologic inner ear findings were abnormal in only one patient. Viruses were isolated or histologically identified in the brains of four patients and in the eyes of five patients. In our patients viral infections were nearly as common in the inner ears as in the brain and eye, suggesting that protection from the blood-labyrinth barrier was similar to that from the other barriers. Because the inner ear viral infections were asymptomatic and there was an absence of pathologic damage and inflammation, we suggest that some viral inner ear infections in patients with AIDS are nonpathogenic and elicit no inflammation or that the viral infections occur terminally and elicit no inflammation because of immunosuppression from the AIDS.